Another tale of structural inequality? by de Noronha, Nigel
Another tale of
structural inequality?
Nigel de Noronha
Race and housing after the Covid-19 pandemic
The debate about the Sewell report, commissioned by thegovernment to examine race and ethnic disparities in response to the‘Black Lives Matter’ movement, reflects the continuing denial of
evidence on, and the polarisation of views about, structural racism.1 The report
failed to adequately consider evidence from previous reports on education,
employment, health, housing and criminal justice.2 Nor could it explain the
disproportionate impact of Covid-19 on racial minorities and migrants.3
“The debate about the Sewell report … reflects
the continuing denial of evidence on, and the
polarisation of views about, structural racism”
1 The Sewell report (Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2021, Commission on Race and
Ethnic Disparities: The report, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/974507/20210331_-_CRED_Report_-_FINAL_-_Web_
Accessible.pdf) has been widely condemned by academia and voluntary and community sector,
professional and political organisations. See, for example, the responses from: the Runnymede
Trust (2021) ‘Sewell reports: Runnymede responds’, Runnymede Trust website, 20 April
2021, https://www.runnymedetrust.org/sewell; the Centre on the Dynamics of Ethnicity
(undated) ‘Response to the government’s Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities’, Centre
on the Dynamics of Ethnicity website, https://www.ethnicity.ac.uk/research/briefings/sewell-
report-response; NHS Providers (2021) ‘To pretend discrimination does not exist is damaging’,
NHS Providers website, 31 March 2021, https://nhsproviders.org/news-blogs/news/to-pretend-
discrimination-does-not-exist-is-damaging; and Shelter (2021) ‘The Sewell report: an example
of institutional racism’, Shelter blog, 7 April 2021
2 The Stuart Hall Foundation provides a detailed analysis of the recommendations from previous
reports. See: Ashe S (2021) SHF Race Report: 40 years of tackling racial Inequality in Britain,
Stuart Hall Foundation. https://www.stuarthallfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/
SHF-Race-Report-2021.pdf
3 A British Medical Journal article identifies structural racism as a key factor in the disproportion-
ate impacts of Covid-19 on racial minorities. See: Razai MS, Kankam HKN, Majeed A, Esmail
A and Williams DR (2021) ‘Mitigating ethnic disparities in Covid-19 and beyond’, British
Medical Journal, 372: m4921. https://www.bmj.com/content/372/bmj.m4921
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In contrast with the report, this article argues that, historically, housing policies
have been discriminatory – favouring those with the resources to own their
own property to live in or rent out at the expense of tenants and discriminating
against migrants and racial minorities. It draws together analysis from survey
and administrative data to explore facets of the current housing situation and
identifies key actions to address the need for adequate housing for all.
HOUSING POLICY HAS CREATED AND AMPLIFIED
STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY
Despite the conclusions of the Sewell report, racial discrimination has been
evident in the housing market for more than a century.4 It has limited the
choices available to those who migrated from the New Commonwealth and
elsewhere after the Second World War, forcing them either to buy houses
using mortgage clubs and other collective ways of raising funds or to rent in
specific districts of the cities they settled in.5 The focus of post-war
governments on building to replace war-damaged housing and then on slum
clearance meant that there was little space for those local authorities that
wanted to address the housing needs of post-war migrant communities. Their
priority was to clear slums and build enough housing to cater for the
population housed in them.
The 1957 Conservative government removed the rent freeze, which had
been in place since 1939, arguing that it had led to disinvestment in the
housing stock owned by private landlords, articulating the ambition to
create a property-owning democracy. The policy has become associated
with ‘Rachmanism’: a process of intimidation and illegal eviction to
remove existing tenants and replace them with those who would pay higher
rates. While often described through reference to the worst offenders, this
4 The forthcoming chapter ‘The housing question in the district of Ancoats: emergence to clear-
ance’ in Burgum S and Higgins K (eds) How the Other Half Lives, Manchester University Press,
by the author and Jon Silver, identifies the racist tropes discussed in parliament that led to the
Aliens Act 1905
5 For evidence of the racial dimensions of the housing crisis in London in the 1950s and 1960s,
see: David J (2001) ‘Rents and race in 1960s London: new light on Rachmanism’, Twentieth
Century British History, 12(1): 69–92. For a case study of a neighbourhood in Birmingham in
the 1960s, see: Rex J and Moore R (1967) Race, Community and Conflict: A study of Sparkbrook,
Oxford University Press
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practice was more widespread than a few rogue landlords, enabled by a
change in laws on rent control and security of tenure.6
The housing crisis of the period led to a Royal Commission. The archives
show that the racial dimensions of the crisis were suppressed: that politicians
did not want to talk about them publicly.7 The findings of the Commission
informed the introduction of rent controls and security of tenure, tilting the
balance back in favour of tenants through the Rent Act 1965.
“The archives show that the racial dimensions
of the [housing] crisis were suppressed: that
politicians did not want to talk about them
publicly”
The 1970s to the 1990s saw a pincer movement, where citizenship was
made both harder to acquire and a condition for housing. The Immigration
Act 1971 meant that primary immigration from the New Commonwealth
was reduced to a trickle and the Nationality Act 1981 removed the right of
children born in the UK to automatically acquire British citizenship. In the
1990s, tighter controls restricted the rights of asylum seekers to access
services and appeal immigration decisions. In turn, they created internal
border controls for access to education, health and housing.8
The property-owning democracy was reinvigorated by the introduction of the
right to buy council housing at a substantial discount in 1980. Since 1980,
more than a third of the council housing stock has been bought, representing
two-and-a-half million homes. Subsequent evidence suggests that many of
these homes are now part of the private rented sector. In 1988, rent controls
were removed and tenancy protection was reduced substantially, creating the
private rented sector environment that we now live in.
The 2000s then saw increasingly restrictive immigration controls extended
to all migrants. As immigration controls arising from Brexit begin to kick
6 De Noronha N and Silver J (forthcoming) ‘The housing question in the district of Ancoats:
emergence to clearance’ in Burgum S and Higgins K (eds) How the Other Half Lives, Manches-
ter University Press
7 Ibid
8 For an analysis of the relationship between housing, race and migration, see: Lukes S, de Noronha N
and Finney S (2018) ‘Slippery discrimination: a review of the drivers of migrant and minority hous-
ing disadvantage’, Journal of Ethnic and Minority Studies, 45(17): 3188–3206, https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1480996. For further evidence on the discrimi-
natory nature of the right to rent, see: Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants (2017) Passport
Please: The impact of the right to rent checks on migrants and ethnic minorities in England, https://www.
jcwi.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=ffcde3b5-e590-4b8e-931c-5ecf280e1bc8
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in, those from the EU who used to have the right to live and work in the
UK will increasingly be incorporated in these controls. An important thing
to recognise here is that the discourse around immigration and the hostility
to migrants have been translated to discriminatory practices. While the law
says that those with specific citizenship statuses do not have the right to
housing, local housing providers have developed local rationales for
exclusion and treated some as not entitled because of the assumption they
are not entitled.9 The Right to Rent was included in the 2014 Immigration
Act that required private rented sector landlords to check the citizenship
status of potential tenants. While it has been overturned by the courts, it is
likely to be back in a similar form covering EU residents as well.
This history informs a state where the right to adequate housing has
increasingly been denied by the dominance of the housing market.
Developers have had the priority to determine what is built and where.
They have ignored local housing need, ignored affordable housing
agreements they made when planning permission was granted and have
built for investment. Their focus has been on profit.
“This history informs a state where the right to
adequate housing has increasingly been denied
by the dominance of the housingmarket”
This is indicated by the amount of money held and advanced to individuals
through buy-to-let mortgages. This does not include individual investors
with cash, properties bought as assets on international exchanges or the
growing size of corporate investment. At the end of 2020, £228 billion was
held in these mortgages, with £35 billion loaned in that year. Some of these
properties are poorly maintained and overcrowded to maximise profit. The
impact of poor-quality private rented housing has affected the wellbeing of
marginalised groups in both urban and rural areas.10
9 Ibid
10 For a discussion of housing and community tensions in rural areas, see: Greenfields M, Smith
D and Dagilytė E with Ramadan S and Bright J (2019) The Impact of Migration in the Fenland
Area, Rosmini Centre Wisbech, https://www.rosminicentrewisbech.org/uploads/1/3/4/8/
13484456/final_report_on_31_oct_at_13.30.pdf. The racial inequalities exposed by urban
housing policies are discussed in de Noronha N (2019) ‘Housing policy in the shadow of Gren-
fell’ in Bulley D, Edkins J and El-Enany N (eds) After Grenfell: Violence, resistance and response,
Pluto Press. A Race Equality Foundation briefing demonstrates the extent of racial inequalities
in housing and people’s experiences; see: Race Equality Foundation (2015) Ethnic Disadvantage
in the Housing Market: Evidence from the 2011 Census. On inequality around EU Roma
migrants accessing welfare and adequate housing, see: Greenfields M and Dagilytė E (undated)
‘“I would never have come if we’d know it might be like this”: on the (un)intended
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The most flagrant denial of the right to adequate housing has been reserved
for England’s longest-standing minority ethnic groups. The accommodation
needs of Gypsies and Travellers have been denied by local inaction and
government attacks. As part of the regional spatial planning policies of New
Labour, local councils were required to address their accommodation needs
but this planning failed to deliver the spaces needed. With the election of the
Conservative government, attacks on Gypsies and Travellers escalated both
through national policy and discourses that encouraged abuse.
“The most flagrant denial of the right to
adequate housing has been reserved for
England’s longest-standing minority ethnic
groups”
Gypsy, Traveller and Roma (GTR) people have the worst outcomes of any
ethnic group in Britain in relation to educational attainment, health and
employment. They are also disproportionately represented within the criminal
justice system. There are higher mortality rates and (anecdotally reported)
incidences of suicide within GTR communities than are found among the
wider British population. Exacerbating this situation, GTR people face
everyday discrimination and hatred across all aspects of their lives, occurring in
their engagement with public and private services and in their homes.11
The charity Friends, Families and Travellers demonstrates that the Police,
Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill proposal to criminalise unauthorised
encampments will further erode the rights and wellbeing of Gypsies and
Travellers.12
consequences of welfare governance of EU Roma migrants in Britain’, Bucks Repository,
https://bucks.repository.guildhe.ac.uk/id/eprint/17520/1/17520_Greenfields_M.pdf
11 The Traveller Movement (2016) Impact of Insecure Accommodation and Living Environment on Gypsies’
and Travellers’ Health, https://bucks.repository.guildhe.ac.uk/id/eprint/17488/1/Impact%20of%
20insecure%20accommodation%20and%20the%20living%20environment%20on%20Gypsies%
E2%80%99%20and%20Travellers%E2%80%99%20health.pdf. This report documents the neg-
ative impacts of insecure accommodation and living environment on Gypsies’ and Travellers’
health. The psychological impacts of daily experiences of hostility experienced by Gypsies and
Travellers are documented in Greenfields M and Rogers C (2020) Hate: “As regular as rain”, Gate
Herts, https://bucks.repository.guildhe.ac.uk/id/eprint/18142/1/18142_Greenfields_M%20Rogers_
C.pdf
12 For a summary of the proposed new powers, see: Kirkby A (2021) ‘Briefing on new police pow-
ers for encampments in Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill: part 4’, Friends, Families
and Travellers. https://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Briefing-on-new-
police-powers-PCSCBill-and-CJPOA-002.pdf
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COVID-19 POLICY THREATENS TO REPEAT HISTORY AND
ENHANCE STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY
In light of the Covid-19 pandemic, there have been temporary
interventions to offer some protection to those who are struggling to stay in
their homes. However, they have disproportionately favoured landlords
and homeowners, enhancing the historic inequality of housing policy that
has discriminated against those in rented accommodation since the 1980s.
The effects of structural racism mean that people from minority ethnic
backgrounds experience worse housing conditions and are more likely to be
renting.
Those who own their homes with a mortgage have been able to apply for a
six-month mortgage holiday – this includes both homeowners and
landlords. There was also a promise of no evictions from rental properties.
But in a rule change earlier this year, evictions of those with more than six
months’ arrears have been allowed and the London Renters Union is
currently fighting cases in the courts. The ‘Everyone In’ programme
provided accommodation for those who were street homeless in hotel
accommodation. Probably the biggest cost has been the stamp duty
holiday, which redistributes money to those who can afford to buy their
homes, including landlords acquiring buy-to-let houses.
A consequence of the loss of or reduction in work as a result of the
pandemic is increased levels of debt. Overall, around 6 per cent of
households were in arrears with their housing payments based on the
Understanding Society survey carried out between May to December
2020.13 Those born outside the UK were twice as likely to be in housing
arrears compared to those born within the UK. Single parents and other
households with dependent children were twice as likely to be in housing
arrears compared to couples. Social housing tenants were three times as
likely to be in housing arrears compared to owners with a mortgage and
twice as likely as private renters. Figure 1 shows that the starkest evidence
of inequality is by race, with a quarter of Bangladeshi people and a fifth of
Pakistanis and Black Africans in housing arrears.
13 The data discussed here and in reference to Figures 2 to 4 is taken from the first six waves of
the Understanding Society: Covid-19 Study carried out by the Institute for Social and Eco-
nomic Research at the University of Essex in 2020 and 2021. See: Institute for Social and
Economic Research, University of Essex (2021) ‘Understanding Society: Covid-19 Study,
2020–2021’ (data collection), 8th edition, UK Data Service. http://doi.org/10.5255/
UKDA-SN-8644-8
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Similar patterns emerge when looking at people who are behind with bill
payments. Overall, around 5 per cent of the respondents were behind with
bill payments. More than twice as many people born outside the UK were
behind with bill payments compared with those born within the
UK. Meanwhile, 17 per cent of single parents with dependent children, 21 per
cent of people in social housing and 11 per cent of private rented tenants were
behind with bill payments. Figure 3 shows that, again, race has a significant
effect, with more than 20 per cent of Black Africans, Bangladeshis and
Pakistanis behind with bill payments. Current policy interventions do little to
address this unequal distribution of pandemic-inflicted precariousness.
“Current policy interventions do little to
address this unequal distribution of pandemic-
inflicted precariousness”
This means that, for some households, the pandemic has provided an
incentive to improve their housing situation. Proximity to work and access
Figure 1: Percentage of respondents in housing arrears, by ethnicity
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Source: Institute for Social and Economic Research, University of Essex (2021) ‘Understanding Society:
Covid-19 Study, 2020–2021’ (data collection), 8th edition, UK Data Service, http://doi.org/10.5255/
UKDA-SN-8644-8 [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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to leisure opportunities have become less important, while more space, a
garden and access to green spaces have become more important. For other
households, however, reduced income, unemployment, debt and job
insecurity are forcing them to move.
More than a quarter of respondents to the Understanding Society survey
said that they intended to move. The majority of these (66 per cent) were
going to move to improve their housing situation, to downsize or to form a
new household, while 30 per cent cited other reasons. The remaining 4 per
cent cited the end of their tenancy or eviction. Five times as many lone
parents with dependent children intended to move because of the end of
their tenancy or eviction compared to couples with dependent children.
Twice as many members of other households intended to move because of
the end of their tenancy or eviction compared to single people or couples
without children. Ten times as many in the private rented sector and
nearly three times as many in social housing also intended to move because
of the end of their tenancy or eviction compared to those who owned with
a mortgage. There was little difference between those born in the UK and
those born abroad, but Black Caribbean, Bangladeshi, White other
Figure 2: Percentage behind with bill payments, by ethnicity
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Source: Institute for Social and Economic Research, University of Essex (2021) ‘Understanding Society:
Covid-19 Study, 2020–2021’ (data collection), 8th edition, UK Data Service, http://doi.org/10.5255/
UKDA-SN-8644-8 [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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and mixed ethnic groups were two to three times more likely to intend to
move because of the end of tenancy or eviction.11
House sales dipped significantly between February and August 2020,
suggesting that if previous years’ patterns were to be repeated, 170,000
house sales would be expected, to catch up with demand. This figure is
likely to be inflated by the demand arising from the suspension of stamp
duty. At the same time, private rents increased by around 1.5 per cent,
Figure 3: Likelihood of presenting as statutory homeless by ethnicity
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Source: Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2021) ‘Live tables on homelessness’
(statistical dataset). https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-homelessness
Note: The comparison is based on population forecasts by Wohland et al. These population forecasts are
discussed in a book chapter by Rees PH, Wohland P, Norman P, Lomax N and Clark SD (2017) ‘Pop-
ulation projections by ethnicity: challenges and solutions for the United Kingdom’ in Swanson D
(ed) The Frontiers of Applied Demography, Springer, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43329-5_18
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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with the lowest rates in London and the highest in the South West and the
East Midlands.14
The number of households presenting as statutory homeless follows
historical patterns. Figure 5 raises questions about racial inequality in this
regard, with nearly seven times as many mixed white and Black Caribbean
people and five times as many Black Africans presenting as homeless than
would be expected from comparison with population forecasts. We have
no measure of the different housing needs by race but would expect them
to vary by age and household circumstances, suggesting the need for
further research.
Eviction claims reduced significantly across all tenures during the
Covid pandemic. Early signs of increasing claims to the county courts
for those in private rented and social housing are evident in the fourth
quarter of 202015. There is likely to be an acceleration due to
increasing arrears and the lifting of the temporary protections for
eviction in May.
CONCLUSION
Housing policies and the behaviour of the housing market have
consistently created structural inequalities. The temporary interventions
to address issues raised by the Covid-19 pandemic have favoured
homeowners and landlords more than tenants. They are likely to be
followed by an acceleration in sales and evictions affecting those in
most need.
For those who can make the choice to move to places with gardens and
more space, the added incentive of the stamp duty holiday seems likely to
lead to a significant number of moves. These may in turn trigger the
displacement of existing residents and the reduction of housing choices for
their families as market demand increases the prices of suburban and rural
housing. For those who cannot afford to move, the spectre of overcrowded,
unsafe and insecure accommodation looms large.
The government has demonstrated no evidence of seriously getting to grips
with the housing situation in this country, preferring to apply sticking
plasters to address perceived issues raised by the stakeholders they listen to
14 Office for National Statistics data on house sales and private rental prices
15 The data comes from statistics compiled on county court claims for possession by the Ministry
of Justice.
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rather than considering the international commitments the UK has made
to provide adequate housing for all.
“The government has demonstrated no
evidence of seriously getting to grips with the
housing situation in this country”
Activism has historically shifted the discourse on the right to adequate
housing and forced the government to address the injustices created by
profiteering, neglect and structural discrimination. Understanding the local
context will be critical to developing effective action to address levels of
individual debt, to curtail the powers of developers, to address the
accommodation needs of Gypsies and Travellers, to address racial
inequalities in statutory homelessness and to protect local communities
from being displaced by gentrification.
Nigel de Noronha works at the University of Manchester. His research
interests are in housing, race and migration.
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